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Controversy has characterized the research on
writing. On the one side are those who state that, to evaluate
achievement in writing, evaluate the writing of students. 04 the
other side are those pointing out the problems associated with direct
measures of writing such as low reliability-and high cost in terms of
time and often dollars. The purpose ot this study was to determine i;
select\oblectively measured indirect. indicators of writing ability do
account for scores obtained on holistically scored direct measures bt:e f

writing ability. The indirect measure was the Missouri College
- English Test, composed of 90 multiple-choice items assessing

punctuation, capitalization, grammar, spelling, sentence style and
structure, and paragraph organization. The direct measure was an
essay on a general topic, to be written in 30 ml.nuteS.'Bivariate and
multiple correlational analyses were conducted between each- subtest
of the Missouri test and the essay.- All six independent measures
together accounted for 26 percent of the variance in the essay
scores. These results ight make questionable the sole use of

ftil

indirect measures fo making decisions about competence in written
English. (1r6thor/811)
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RESEARCH ON WRITING: A SEARCH FOR OBJECTIVE

MEASURES RELATED TCHOLISTICALLY SCORED ESSAYS

Years ago, Diederich (1946) said that "the essay is unquestionab y a

valid test of ability to write, fof it is an instance, a sample, of the very

ability that one is attempting to meivre. There is,no more direct evidence

of ability to write" (p. 584). Eley (1955).added that "an adequate essay

test of writing is valid by definition; that is tosky,.it has face validity

since it requires'the candidate to perform the actual behavior which is being

measured" (p.11). Brown (cited in Palmer, 1961).summed upoarguments such as

1
these and others favoring the essay by saing: "Everybody agrees that writing

should be tested by writing" (p. 472). However,tobtaining reliableipdrMates

of writin ability via the essay continues to-be.an expensive, time-consuming

- process (Coffman, 1971, Lutz, Note 1,, Note 2). -That writing samples must be

obtained on multiple occasions and scored by several raters,to obtain very

reliable estimates of students' true ilities has been d nstrated in a num-

/

ber of studies (Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, & Schoer, 1963,\Coffman: 1966, Godshalk,
1

Swineford, & Coffman, 1966, Llabre, 1978; McColly, 1970).

dr
Indirect measures of writing ability have arisen s an alternative to

direct assessments requiring that essays be written and scored. These indi-

rect'assessments require no writing at all but instead require that examinees

respond to related questions cast in a multiple-choice format. Indirect meas-
V

ures usually have greater reliability and consequently tend to be favored by

those concerned with quality
se
measurement. Arguing for indirect assesment,

Noyes, Sale, and Stalnak,er (1945) suggested that"a student assessed by means

of an essay is somewhat in the position of a g'ambler Oiho risks all on a single

throw of the dice, while a multiple-choice test allows many throws: "The food
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candidate who errs on a few of these (multiple-choice items) has plenty of

opportunity to redeem himself; a mistake on one item does not affect any other

item. In writing a theme, however, thq candidate who makes a false start al- '

most inevitably involves his whole the in difficulties even though he may be,

generally speaking, a good writer" (p. 9). Objecting to the assessment of

writing skill via - multiple- choice tests, though; Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and

,Schoer (1963) wrote that "not only do they (multiple-choice tests) not require

the examinee to perform the actual behavior byg measured--he does no actual

writing, but these tests also make little or no attempt to measure the '1

elements'- of composition, even indirectly" (p. 42).

It i$-apparent from the literature that controversy has racterized the

research on writing. On the one side are those agreein th McCaig (1977)

who stated that to evaluate achievement in writi evaluate the writing of

students. On the other side are those point out the problems associated

with direct measures'of writing such as reliability and high cost in terms

of time and often dollars. Due to h difficulties with direct assessment of

writing,'many practitioners hav consequently opted to use indirect measures. ,.

Akeju (1972), for example, '.ncluded that the reliability of the West African

General Certificate Edu ion examinations in English composition vas inade-

J
quate and suggested e use of multiple-choice tests. The College Board has

a

used objective (
multiple-choice) English tests for years (Palmer, 1961).

Before object tests of English competence are used in lieu of writing

samples h ever, it is important that they be demonstratively related to

essays. hey should indeed, considering the charges of Braddock, Lloyd-Jones,

' and S .er (1963), measure the various elements of composition.
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The purpose of this study was to determine if selcCt Objectively measured

indirect indicators of writing ability do account fr scores obtained on

holistically's-cored trect measures of writing ability.' Specifically investi-
,

gated were the bivariate and multivariate relationships between the independent

or predi ;tor variables of punctuation, capitaTization, grammar, spelling, seri:-

tence style and structure, and paragraph organization as measured by the Missouri

College English Test, and the dependent or criterion variable of essay score

obtained via the holistic scoring procedure.

Procedure
T-

Participants in this study were 172 sophomores and juniors whowere

cants for admission to teacher education at a large state university who had to

pass an ,English prOficiency examination prior to acceptance into #he teacher

education program. Since participation in this English proficiency testing

'4'0°..* program is required, all applicants were examined thereby preventing a selection

problem due to non-cooperation. Both direct and indirect assessments were made.

The indirect measure of writing ability was the Missouri College English

,Test (Canis & Johnson, 1965), an objective measurrt composed of 90 multiple-

choice items assessing competence in six areas: punctuation, capitalization,

grammar, spelling, sentence style and structure, and paragraph organization.

It was administered to the subjects in a monitored, test-like condition in a

large university auditorium at a time designated for the testing. Student re-

sponses were efectronid011y scored fOr &total score and scores on the six

subtests of punctuation, capitalization, grammar, spelling, sentence style and

.structuDe, and paragraph orgSnization. The resulting raw scores were us'ed in

the analyses.
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AInternarconsistency alpha reliability coefficients were computed for the

total anfd for each subtest. _As tiown in Table 1, the reliability estimates

Insert Table 1 About Here

, 4

ranged 'from'.55 to .73 for the subtests and was .80 for the total. These re-

liabilities were generally low but sufficient for research purposes.

The direct measure of writing atiility was an essay which the subjects wrote 1

after completing. the Missouri English test. The t c they were given to write

about was very general (e.g., friendship), and they were instructed to narrow
Lt

the topic Own and write the essayin 30 minutes.

Three faculty members who had professional preparation for and experiAnce

pein iteaching English ind/or English education at the University level were chosen

to evaluate the writing samples. The holistic method of scoring was utilized.

Thisprocess is based upon a generalized impression or global quality of a paper.

Based upon the recommendation of Coffman (1971) a 10-point scale was chosen.

The three judges were brought together and givenra 1-hour training session

on scoring procedure. NgZt, they rated seven sample essays which were not part

of the 172 essays being used as data in this study. An average interrater

reliability o .82 Ais oljained for the seven sample papers using the analysis

of variance method recommended by Ebel (1979). The average rating's assigned"

by the three raters were also very close: 6.14, 6.14, and 7.057re'ecively.

With this kind of agreement, the raters proceeded to rate the 1,2-essays Which

r- were the data source for this study. After all 172 papers were scored by all

three raters, the average interrater reliability was again computed. The
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resulting coefficient was .86 (see Table 1). The average ratings given,* the

three raters were also most congruent: 5.81, 6.20, and 6.66,

Data Analyses and Results .

pectively.

7\
Bivariate and multiple correlational analyses were conducted between each

subipst of the Missouri test and the essay (score = average'of the three judges'

ratings) using stepwise regression procedures of the Statistical Package for

the Social Sciences (Nie, Hull, Jenkins, Stginbrenner, & Bent, 1975). A Pearson

r was also computed between the Missouri test total and the average essay rat-

ings. (See Table f for raw score means and standard deviations.)

Restilts of the correlational analyses are shown in Table 2. As can be seen

in this table, the bivariate is between elch subtest on the Missouri test and

Insert Table 2 About Here

the essay ranged from .25 to .40 (2 <,.61). The multiple using all six

Missouri subtests was .51 ;2. < .61) which was very close'to the blva late cor-

relation between the total Missouri (sum of subtest scores) aFI the ssay, r =

.49, E < .01.

When the bivariate correlatioqs were corrected for unreliability of the

indirect mea5pres, the resulting theoretical correlations ranged frorr.31 to

.54 (see Table 2). Although a reliability estimate of the essay was not avail-

able"(the reported interrater reliability is actually a measure of objectivity

of scoring the observed reliability for the $ssay in this study would be much

lb 7'

less than unity (1) if essay reliabilities from other studies are generalized.

With such being the case, the true relationship between the indirect and direct
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measures in this study would have further increased if a correction for atten-

tuation (unreliability) in the essay measure couldhave also'been made.

'Discussion

This study suggests, as have previous studies (cf. Breland & Gaynor, 1979;

Hogan & Mishler, 1980; Crocker, Ondftsik, & Lamme, Note 3), thatindirect and

direct measures of writing ability -tend to tap similar skills. All six of*the-

objective measures considered accounted for a significant portion of the vari-
,

ance in writing performance in this study.-From a bivariate perspective these

predictors accounted for 5% to 16% of the Variability in writing performance.

All six independent measures together accounted for 26% of the variance which,

is only 2% more variance accounted for than was'obtatned by simply using a

total Missouri score.

From the opposite perspective, however, therNsix indirect objective meas-
.

ures in combination leave about 74% of the variability in writing unexplained.

Each of the indirect measures explainedc.pme of the individual *differences in

the direct measure of writing, but the correlations, .although significant, were

small. From an educational perspective, the fact that tbese indirect measures

failed to account for a larger percentage of the variability in the writing

sample might make questionable the solg use of such measures for making deci-

sions about competence in written English. Better educational decisions might

be made using a combination of both direct and indirect measures of writing

proficiency, Pa iculrly since the raters in this study seemed to be able to

0

tap a broad spectrum of writing abilities in their holistic scoring instead of '

allowing specific variables such as grammar and spelling that are measurable
41

objectively to dominate their ratings.
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Table I
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Standard Deiiatfans, and Reliability CoefficientS for the

Miisouri College rnglish Test and the Essay Test

Test

Missouri College English Test

Punctuation 7.58

;

Capitalization 8.03
.

Grammar 10.70

.

Spelling 9.76

Sentence-Style and Structure 6.33

Paragraph Organization 14.03

TOTAL 59.11

'Essay ,

........ 18.61

/'

SD Reliability

2.10 .55*

2.52 .67**

2.76 .59*

2.58 e .59*

.

2.05 - .56*

5.80 .73*

11.80 , .80*

f..-----4-:1 .86**

Note. * T alpha internal consistency reliability.

** = average interrater reliability

1,2
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( Table 2

Multiple'CortNtions,R° Square, Incriase in R Square,

Pearson Correlations, Corrected Correlations, and Stapciardized Beta Weights

for Direct'and,Indirect Measures of Writing,

0

Multiple R Increasein Pearson Corrected , Standardized

Variable R Square R Square r r Beta

At

Punctuation

Spelling

Paragraph
OrWization dr

Sentence Style
and Structured'

-'

GrammIr

Capitalization

Missouri Total

kt,

.40* "11116 .16 .40* .54 .20* %.

.46* .21, .05 39* .52 .17
ki

.49* .24 .03 .26* APO .14* '

.50* .25 .01 .35k .47 .11

____,

.51* .26. .01 .35' .46 .10 .

.51* .26 .00 ,.-1 .25* '.31 .04

A ./
.49* .55

It.

2 < .01.

p

tot

k
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